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ORGANIZED LABOR IN THE CAMPAIGN. 

BY SAMUEL GOMPERS, PRESIDENT OF THE AMERICAN FEDERATION 

OF LABOR. 



It is with some trepidation that I begin writing this article, 
for while it may be true that I have as good opportunities as any 
other man in the country of conjecturing the probable action of 
the workingmen of America, and particularly those affiliated with 
the American Federation of Labor in the coming Presidential 
campaign, I am certain that my article will please but very few. 
I have had to say and write some things in my more than twenty- 
five years' connection with the labor movement for which I have 
incurred the displeasure of some very earnest, though, in my 
opinion, mistaken men who differ with our movement and myself, 
as one of its representatives, as to methods, but not as to the ulti- 
mate end and aimof the social, economic and political struggle 
of the toiling masses. 

I feel sure that this production will in nowise tend to lessen 
this difference of opinion, but if it will tend to give a. clearer 
understanding to a number of friends and foes as to what the 
trade unions really are ; that their methods are within the range 
of reason ; that their work is being crowned with success as far as 
conditions will permit ; that they are the natural organization of 
the wage-earning masses ; and that it is their mission to secure 
the amelioration as well as the emancipation of labor — then I 
shall feel my conscience eased, and be amply rewarded, in ventur- 
ing to write an article upon the probable action of the American 
Federation of Labor in the coming Presidential campaign. 

Why should its attitude be different in the coming Presiden- 
tial campaign from what it has been in the past ? In what way 
does the coming campaign differ from those of 1876, 1880, 1884 
or 1888 ? Is there any particular principle involved in the 
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party issues in which the wage-workers have a deep or keen 
interest ? There is indeed none. 

Was there any real improvement or deterioration in the con- 
dition of the working people, as a result of the changes, when 
Mr. Cleveland succeeded the late Mr. Arthur, or when Mr. 
Harrison succeeded Mr. Cleveland? I think not, and I feel 
satisfied that I will not lose my reputation as a "prophet" if 
I venture to predict that, so far as the wage- workers are concerned, 
it will matter little if President Harrison or some other Republi- 
can on the one side, or any member of the Democratic party on 
the other, should be elected to succeed the present incumbent, or 
even should the People's Party succeed (though I doubt that they 
even entertain the belief that they will succeed) in electing their 
candidate to the Presidency. 

The members of the organizations affiliated with the Federa- 
tion will no doubt, in a large measure, as citizens, vote for the 
candidate of the party of their own political predilections. But 
the number is ever on the increase who disenthral themselves 
from partisan voting and exercise their franchise to reward or 
chastise those parties and candidates, that deserve either their 
friendship or resentment. With us it is not a question of parties 
or men ; it is a question of measures. 

That there exists a feeling of dissatisfaction with, and bitter 
antagonism to, both the Republican and Democratic parties is 
not to be gainsaid. Broken promises to labor, insincere, half- 
hearted support and even antagonism of legislation in the interest 
of the toilers on the one hand, and the alacrity and devotion 
with which the interests of the corporations and the wealth-pos- 
sessing class are nurtured, protected and advanced on the other,' 
have had their effect, and the result is that many toilers have 
forever severed their connection with the old parties. That the 
number will continue to grow larger year by year I have not the 
slightest doubt. To me this party defection of the wage- 
workers is one of the signs of the dawn of a healthier public 
opinion, a sturdier manhood and independence, and a promise to 
maintain the liberties that the people now enjoy, as well as to 
ever struggle on to attain that happy goal towards which, through- 
out its entire history, the human family have been perpetually 
pushing forward. 

But in leaving the old parties, to whom, to what shall former 
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Democratic" or Republican workmen turn ? To the People's 
Party ? Are such changes and improvements promised there that 
the workers can with any degree of assurance throw in their 
political fortunes with that party ? Of course, acting upon the 
principle " of all evils choose the least/' they will more generally 
cooperate with the People's Party than with any similar party 
heretofore gracing the Presidential political arena. 

As a matter of fact, however, to support the People's Party 
under the belief that it is a labor party is to act under 
misapprehension. It is not and cannot, in the nature of 
its make-up, be a labor party, or even one in which the wage- 
workers will find their haven. Composed, as the People's Party 
is, mainly of employing farmers without any regard to the inte- 
rests of the employed farmers of the country districts or the 
mechanics and laborers of the industrial centres, there must of 
necessity be a divergence of purposes, methods, and interests. 

In speaking thus frankly of the composition of the People's 
Party there is no desire to belittle the efforts of its members, or 
even to withhold the sympathy due them in their agitation to 
remedy the wrongs which they suffer from corporate power 
and avarice : on the contrary, the fullest measure of sympathy 
and all possible encouragement should and will be given them ; 
for they are doing excellent work in directing public attention to 
the dangers which threaten the body politic of the republic. 
But, returning to the consideration of the entire cooperation or 
amalgamation of the wage- workers' organizations with the People's 
Party, I am persuaded that all who are more than superficial 
observers, or who are keen students of the past struggles of the 
proletariat of all countries, will with one accord unite in declar- 
ing the union impossible, because it is unnatural. Let me add 
that, before there can be any hope of the unification of labor's 
forces of the field, farm, factory, and workshop, the people who 
work on and in them for wages must be organized to protect 
their interests against those who pay them wages for that work. 

Then, if as an organization, the American Federation of Labor 
will take no official part in the coming Presidential campaign of a 
partizan character, it may, with a fair degree of reason, be asked 
what we will do ? Some have asked whether we will have a can- 
didate of our own in the field. I can answer both by saying that, 
apart from the acts already referred to above, we shall maintain as 
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a body a masterly inactivity. As organized trade-unionists, we 
have had some experience with a Presidential candidate, and in 
campaigns of our own, the lessons of which have not been for- 
gotten by us. 

It may not be generally known that in 1872 the organized 
workingmen of the country placed a candidate in nomination for 
the Presidency of the United States. The National Labor Union, 
the immediate predecessor and parent of the Federation, at its 
convention of that year, held in Columbus, 0., selected the late 
David Davis, of Illinois, as its standard bearer. So far as the 
nomination was concerned, quite a degree of success was attained. 
A candidate was placed in the field, but it was at the cost of the 
life of the organization. Another convention of the National 
Labor Union was never held after that. Indeed, so great was the 
reaction among the organized workingmen against this departure, 
and so thoroughly had they lost confidence in a general organiza- 
tion of a national character, that, despite all efforts to induce them 
to be represented in a national convention, defeat and disappoint- 
ment were the result until 1881, when the Federation was called 
into existence. 

Since its organization the American Federation of Labor has 
kept in mind two facts : first, the lamentable experience of its 
predecessor ; and second, that, in the struggle for improved con- 
ditions and emancipation for the toilers, what is wanted is the 
organization of the wage-workers, not on " party " lines, but on 
the lines of their class interests. 

As an organization, the American Federation of Labor is not 
in harmony either with the existing or projected political parties. 
So deep-seated is the conviction in this matter that, long ago, it 
was decided to hold the conventions of the Federation after the 
elections. Thus freed from party bias and campaign crimination, 
these gatherings have been in a position to declare for general 
principles, and to judge impartially upon the merits or demerits 
of each party, holding each to an accountability for its perfidy to the 
promises made to the working people, and at the same time keep- 
ing clear and distinct the economic character of the organization. 
By our non-political partisan character as an organization, we 
tacitly declare that political liberty with economic independence 
is illusory and deceptive, and that only in so far as we gain econ- 
omic independence can our political liberty become tangible and 
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important. This may sound like political heresy, hut it is 
economic truth. 

As time goes on we discern that the organized workingmen 
place less reliance upon the help offered hy others, and it is a spark 
upon the altar of progress that they have learned to more firmly 
depend upon their own efforts to secure those changes and im- 
provements which are theirs by right. 

Of course it must not be imagined that we have no interest in 
the political affairs of our country ; on the contrary, we believe 
that it is our mission to gather the vast numbers of the wealth- 
producers, agricultural, industrial, and commercial, into a grand 
army of organized labor, and, by our struggles for improved con- 
ditions and emancipation, instil into the minds of the workers 
a keener appreciation of their true position in society and of their 
economic, political and social duties and rights as citizens and 
workers. Every advantage gained in the economic condition of 
the wage-workers must necessarily have its political and social 
effect, not only upon themselves but upon the whole people. 
Hence for the present, at least, nearly all our efforts are concen- 
trated upon the field as indicated above. 

Many may find fault in our refraining from directly entering 
the political arena by the nomination of candidates for national 
and State offices and will point to results in England and other 
countries for our emulation. In considering this question it 
must be borne in mind that the bona-fide labor movement, as ex- 
pressed in the trades-unions of America, is much younger, both in 
years and experience, than it is abroad, and that the element of 
time is an important factor for the rank and file to mature that 
confidence in the wisdom and honesty of their leaders, which is as 
necessary a pre-requisite to the party entering the field of politics, 
as it has been in that of economics. 

Whatever has been gained for the toilers in our country has 
been the achievement of the trades-unions, and it would be most 
unwise, not to say anything harsher, to abandon the organization, 
position and methods of past success to fly " to others we know 
not of." More than half of the battle of labor has already been 
won. No really intelligent man to-day disputes the claims of 
labor. The stage of ridicule is happily past ; the era of reason 
has taken its place ; and what is now needed is the means and 
the power to enforce our claim. To that end we are marshalling 
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our forces, and we will demonstrate to the world that the de- 
mands and struggles of the toiling masses, while ostensibly and 
immediately concerned with their own improvement and emancipa- 
tion, will develop the possibilities, grandeur and true nobility of 
the human family. 

Having mapped out our course, the members of the American 
Federation of Labor can look on the coming Presidential cam- 
paign with a degree of equanimity not often attained by the aver- 
age citizen. The excitement and turmoil, criminations and re- 
criminations will not rend our organization asunder, as it has done 
so many others ; and during it all, and when the blare of trumpets 
has died away, and the "spell-binders" have received their 
rewards, the American Federation of Labor will still be found 
plodding along, doing noble battle in the struggle for the uplift- 
ing of the toiling masses. 

Samuel Gompers. 



